Assessment is one of the key elements of the teaching and learning process. It provides teachers with a means of evaluating the quality of their instruction. Students also use it to drive and direct their learning. Online teaching and learning will continue to become more important to Australian universities in order for them to remain competitive and economically viable. In the online environment, assessment is no less critical than in traditional face to face environments. However, assessment risks being overlooked or at least marginalised in the rush to place course content online. This paper provides a snapshot of the prevalence and characteristics of online assessment in Australian universities during 2004. It highlights useful information regarding the use of online assessment in the university sector and illustrates that overall this crucial area is not being given the attention or resources it requires.
Introduction
Australian universities need to take online education seriously. Oliver (2001) states, "technology will play a large role in the planning, development and delivery of the curriculum of the contemporary university". This view is backed up by Erdinc (2002) who notes that online eduction already "plays a major role in the delivery of education." Oliver (2001) concludes his statement by saying "the challenge for institutions is to make decisions now that will set them on the preferred and appropriate path for the future." Assessment is one of the key elements of the teaching and learning process. It provides instructors with a means of evaluating the quality of their instruction (Kerka & Wonacott, 2000) . Students use it to direct and drive their learning (James, McInnis & Devlin, 2002; Ramsden, 1992, in Kendle & Northcote, 2000) . It is also essential in maintaining standards related to certification (Black, 1998) .
In the online environment, assessment is no less critical than in traditional face to face environments. Thorpe (1998: 265, in Kendle & Northcote, 2000) explains that "assessment has been recognised as a driver of students' approaches to study in distance education no less than in campus based settings". Kendle and Northcote (2000) conclude that "as such, assessment should be one of the first design considerations when preparing an online course, and be seamlessly integrated into the course, not 'tacked on' as an afterthought." Harris, et al. (2002) define online assessment as "an entirely automated process of delivering and marking assessments using Web or Internet resources". Within the boundaries of this definition, online assessment can be either formative or summative. Formative assessment refers to assessment that is used primarily to provide feedback and further instruction to the student or inform the instructor of the student's progress (Bull & McKenna, 2004: xiv) . In contrast, summative assessment refers to assessment that is primarily used to evaluate a student's performance and contributes to their final grade (Bull & McKenna, 2004: xiv) . Curoe (1999: 26) highlights the importance of formative assessment by emphasising that "providing several opportunities for elaborative rehearsal and frequent practice all support the way we know how learners learn". One advantage of online assessment is that once set up, students are able to utilise formative assessment resources numerous times without instructor intervention. This leads to better learning outcomes (Buchanan, 2000; Peat, et al., 2004) without the equivalent increase in instructor workload that would be the case with more traditional forms of assessment.
The move to online teaching and learning, in order to remain competitive, coupled with the importance of assessment as a critical component of the teaching and learning process, may in and of itself be sufficient justification for the use of online assessment. However online assessment implicitly holds the promise of a number of other substantial benefits. These include the ability to assess larger classes effectively (Booth, et al., 2003: 44; White & Davis, 2000) ; increase student motivation (Bull & McKenna, 2004) ; increase feedback (Booth, et al., 2003: 42; Bull & McKenna, 2004: 5) ; increase flexibility (Australian Flexible Learning Framework Quick Guides, 2002; Booth, et al., 2003: 42) ; increase the objectivity and consistency of marking (Bull & McKenna, 2004: 6-7) ; and increase administrative efficiency (Bull & McKenna, 2004: 7-8; Byrnes, 1994: 2) .
Online assessment also has the potential to offer a greater range of assessment methods, some but not all of which are available in a traditional face to face settings. These include adaptive testing (Booth, et al., 2003: 25; Bull & McKenna, 2004: 76-77) , online discussion forums (Booth, et. al, 2003: 32-33) , online portfolios (Booth, et al., 2003: 34) , role plays (Australian Flexible Learning Framework Quick Guides, 2002) , authentic simulations (Booth, et al., 2003: 33, 35, 66, 79) and games (Bull & McKenna, 2004: 100-101) .
In terms of quality, online assessment should not differ from traditional assessment approaches. Booth, et al. (2003: 8) notes that the "principles of quality assessment are the same for online as they are in any form of delivery. These include … the need for assessment to be valid, reliable, fair and flexible".
Survey of Australian universities
Little research exists on the prevalence and nature of online assessment technology in Australian universities. Gallagher comments on this lack of information with regard to e-learning in general:
The extent of use of e-learning in universities in Australia -that is the number of units or courses taught using e-learning methods -is also difficult to determine. Although there are occasional reports which proclaim significant advances in the use of ICT in education … it is often difficult to track down the actual statistics, the methodology or definitions used for their collection. (Gallagher, 2001: 6) One study that is available was conducted by the Department of Education, Science and Training (DEST) in 2002. They surveyed 40 of the 43 (then) universities in Australia as to the use of various types of online education delivery. This included the number of courses that were fully online ("university award courses in which all subjects are delivered and all interactions between staff and students are conducted via the Internet"), the number of units ("subjects or course components") that were online ("at least some of the content is delivered and/or some of the interaction is conducted via the Internet"), and online services ("university services and information, which students can access via the Internet"). The DEST study focused primarily on online delivery and did not specifically consider issues of assessment.
The study found that 207 courses were offered fully online, the majority of these (90%) being at the postgraduate level. There was a marked difference between disciplines based on the presence of fully online courses.
With regard to the use of online units, the study found that all universities used the Internet to some extent for teaching and learning delivery. Overall, 54 per cent of units had some online content. Only 1.4 per cent of units were available fully online. Once again, the majority of these were postgraduate units, and there was a marked difference between disciplines.
Survey of Australian academics
As a consequence of the limited amount of existing research on this topic, and to update and overcome shortcomings in the DEST study which was two years old and didn't specifically address online assessment, it was decided there was a valid need to conduct a more up to date survey of Australian academics that specifically addressed the issue of online assessment. The survey was developed to provide answers to the following questions: The survey questions were grouped as follows:
• Two demographic questions regarding the university and discipline of the participant. These were used to determine whether the university (and hence factors such as university size, age or specific policies) or discipline area had an effect on the use of online assessment.
• Five questions relating to units currently being taught. These were used to gauge the amount of online coursework and online assessment being used in units.
• Six questions concerning the types of online assessment in use. These were used to assess the use of a final summative exam in both online and non-online units, and to determine the types of online assessments in use.
• One question relating to mixed (dual) delivery modes (i.e. face to face and online). This question was used to determine the perceived difficulty of supporting more than one mode of delivery -whether is was more difficult or whether economies of scale made it easier.
• One question relating to attitudes towards fully online units. This was used to determine whether a person's attitude towards online assessment affected their use of it, or whether the factors affecting the use of online assessment should be sought elsewhere.
• One question concerning the available LMSs provided by the institution. This was used to determine whether particular LMS implementations may have facilitated or hindered the use of online assessment.
• One question concerning available support groups. This question was used in an attempt to determine whether the type of support for online assessment had an effect on the amount of online assessment in use.
• One question for general comments.
• One question requesting optional contact details for following up certain points if required.
The required size of the sample was determined by first estimating the size of the population. Only the population of associate lecturers, lecturers and senior lecturers were targeted. This was because the survey was designed to elicit responses from those academics most likely to be at "the coal face" of course design and delivery, representing the core teachers who make the bulk of decisions relating to the use of online assessment. For a sample from a population of this size to be statistically representative at the 95% confidence level with a precision of ±5 per cent and maximum variability assumed, an algorithm formulated by Cochran (1963: 75) indicated that 380 responses would be required.
Discussions with colleagues suggested a response rate of 20-30 per cent was typical for mail based surveys. As no data was available for similar email based surveys, a 20 per cent response rate was assumed and with rounding it was decided to initially target 2,000 Australian academics. With a 20 per cent response rate, this would have resulted in 400 responses, which was statistically adequate for this study. It was intended that a second mailout be conducted if the number of responses from the first mailout was less than expected or not evenly distributed. As will be discussed further in the following section, a second mailout was required that targeted an additional 4,441 academic staff members in order to reach the required sample size.
The email addresses were harvested in a pseudo-random manner from the online staff directories of Australian universities and other higher degree granting institutions. In all, participation was invited from 34 of the 44 Australian higher degree granting institutions as not all institutions provided email addresses in their publicly accessible staff directory. The addresses were screened to ensure that only associate lecturers, lecturers, or senior lecturers were selected. Table 1 shows the distribution of universities that were sampled, based on the type of university. Universities were grouped based on the period in which each was founded. The groups include the early sandstone universities , the post-war universities (1946) (1947) (1948) (1949) (1950) (1951) , Menzies era universities (1961 Menzies era universities ( -1974 , Dawkins reform universities (1980s) , and other universities and higher degree granting institutions that do not fit into the previous groups. Table 1 shows that although not all universities were sampled, the distribution of universities sampled was largely representative of the overall population.
It should be noted that the number of addresses obtained for each sampled institution was not the same. This was due to two reasons. Firstly, not all institutions had the same level of functionality in their online staff directories, as the ability to automatically search for staff based on position was not possible for some institutions, and this information had to be collected by individually examining each staff members' details. Therefore the level of difficultly involved in generating a suitable number of addresses for the institution affected the number that were eventually selected. This was not considered to bias the sample as all institutions were well represented, and staff members within those institutions were chosen in a pseudo-random manner. Secondly, smaller institutions had fewer academic staff members, and in some cases all relevant academic staff members at those institutions were invited to participate. In all, 28 of the 34 surveyed institutions had over 100 invitations sent, with the remainder averaging over 50 invitations each.
Survey sample
Of the initial 2,000 survey invitations sent, 57 responses were received. Two weeks after the first mailout, a secondary mailout to the same invitees was conducted. This secondary mailout more than doubled the number of responses received to 118, giving an overall response rate of 5.9 per cent. The total number of responses required for this research was 380; therefore an additional 262 responses were required. Assuming the same response rate of 5.9 per cent would be received for the second attempt, another 4,441 email addresses were gathered using the same method as for the first attempt, and the survey was extended.
Initially 132 more responses were received. As with the first attempt, a follow up email was sent after two weeks and this also more than doubled the number of responses to 273. Overall, 391 responses were received, which was more than the 380 required for a statistically representative sample.
One concern with the sample was that it would be skewed in favour of online assessment due to the probability that invitees would be more likely to respond if they had an interest in online assessment. Surprisingly the results showed that approximately half of the respondents used no online assessment in their units. Although it's not possible from this data to determine what percentage of academics in the overall population used no online assessment, it does indicate that the bias is not as severe as it may have been. All results, however, should be interpreted cautiously.
It should be noted that not every respondent answered every question, and some of the questions were not relevant to every respondent. Therefore the following analyses of those questions may report a sample size less than 391. Table 2 shows the distribution of higher degree granting institutions from which the responses came (n=34). Responses came from all 34 of the Australian universities and other higher degree granting institutions that were targeted. No demographic data was collected about the respondents' personal identity. Information was collected about the respondents' discipline, and although discipline names varied slightly from university to university, the responses to this question in the survey can be grouped as shown in Table  3 . 
Survey results
The results of the analysis of surveyed data in terms of the ten questions asked previously are presented below.
Question 1: How prevalent is the use of online assessment?
Survey participants were queried on the percentage of the total assessment that could be derived from online assessments for each of the units they teach. Forty-two per cent of respondents reported on the percentage of online assessment they use in a total of 264 units (details of the percentage of the unit assessable online were only provided for 21 per cent of the units represented by the responses). A graph of the distribution of the percentage of each unit assessable online, in deciles (groups of 10 per cent), is presented in Figure 1 . It can be seen that the majority of units (81%) only utilise a small to moderate quantity of online assessment (less than 50 per cent).
The survey also asked participants to reveal the number of units they teach that utilise Web supplemented online coursework, the number of units that utilise a partial amount of online assessment, and the number of units that are offered fully online. These results are shown in Table 4 . These results show that 71 per cent of the respondents conducted units with some form of online component, indicating that overall the use of technology is quite widespread. However, the use of online assessment is not as widespread, being used in far less units than online supplementary coursework, with units that utilise online assessment for 100 per cent of the unit assessment even fewer. This is in line with findings by Hill (2002 , quoted in Booth, et al, 2003 who states, "there are few examples of fully online courses". Question 2: Does the use of online assessment vary with university size and age?
Universities were compared by grouping them based on whether they are big universities (more than 17,000 enrolled students) or small universities (less than 17,000 enrolled students), and whether they are old universities (formed before 1975) or new universities (formed after 1975). These figures were chosen so as to separate the universities in the sample into approximately equally sized groups.
Statistical tests showed no significant differences between old and new universities with regard to either the use of partially online assessable units or the use of fully online assessable units. Neither were significant differences found between large and small universities with regard to either the use of partially online assessable units or the use of fully online units. It would therefore appear that the use of online assessment does not vary with university size or age.
Question 3: What types of online assessment are in use?
Survey participants were asked whether they used online quizzes, whether they used online forums and whether they used an online drop box for assessment purposes. The use of an online assignment drop box was not considered a pure form of online assessment, as it is merely an alternative means of delivering a traditionally prepared assessment. However, it is considered an important stepping-stone to fully online assessment and was therefore included in this survey. There are still a large number of respondents (44%) who use none of these online assessment methods. The results are summarised in Table 5 .
Statistical tests indicated that online assignment drop boxes are significantly more common than online forums, and that online forums are significantly more common than online quizzes. Participants were also asked to comment on other forms of online assessment that they utilise. These comments were freeform text fields, which are condensed and categorised in Table 6 . The reason that these were not specifically queried was that a review of the literature indicated that the majority of online assessment consisted of online quizzes, online forms and online assignment drop boxes, and that other forms of online assessment were both varied in nature and poorly utilised. It was considered more appropriate to query what additional types of online assessment were in use in a freeform manner that allowed respondents the flexibility to specify their exact methods rather than being constrained to pre-conceived ideas of what they might be using. It should be noted that very few respondents reported using any alternative methods of online assessment. In Table 6 , the value of 0.3 per cent relates to just one response. Several respondents reporting used more than one alternative form of online assessment, however the majority of the respondents represented in Table 6 reported utilising only one alternative.
Email submission of assignments is another, less integrated form of the assignment drop box. Chat sessions are closely related to forums, with the difference being that chat sessions allow synchronous communication while forums are asynchronous. The findings of this study clearly indicate that beyond the use of online quizzes and online forums, there is very little use of other online assessment strategies such as the creation of online portfolios, simulations, role playing and games.
Question 4: How prevalent are online summative final exams?
Information was also gathered as to the use of online summative final exams. Information on the use of final exams with partially online assessable units was provided for 300 of the 357 partially online assessable units. The other 57 partially online units not accounted for were due to a number of incomplete and a few incorrectly completed responses.
Only six per cent of partially online assessable units had a final exam that could be taken online. Of the partially online assessable units without an online final exam, 83 per cent had a traditional pen and paper final exam, indicating that the use of final exams is quite widespread. Overall, 84 per cent of partially online assessable units had a final exam.
Information on the use of final exams with fully online units was provided for 95 of the 139 fully online units. The other 44 fully online units not accounted for were due to a number of incomplete and a few incorrectly completed responses. Of the 95 fully online units accounted for, only seven per cent had a final exam. These results are summarised in Table 7 . It is clear that the use of final online exams with fully online units is not widespread. The data revealed that some partially online assessable units do have a final exam online, but these represent only six per cent of the exams available in these types of units. Overall, the use of online summative final exams are quite rare, whereas the use of more traditional pen and paper final exams is quite widespread.
Question 5: Is the use of online assessment related to discipline area?
Two comparisons were performed between major discipline areas and the presence of (1) the number of partially online assessable units, and (2) the number of fully online units, to determine whether there is any significant difference between the use of online assessment across disciplines. No significant difference, however, was found between discipline area and the presence of partially online assessable units.
Question 6: What is the perceived difficulty of supporting mixed modes of delivery?
Survey participants were asked to rate how difficult they considered mixed mode delivery was to support. The responses are summarised in Figure 2 . Thirty three per cent of respondents (n=240) considered mixed mode delivery to be either much easier or a bit easier than single mode of delivery. Fifteen per cent considered the difficulty level to be the same. Fifty two per cent considered mixed mode delivery to be either a bit harder or much harder than single mode of delivery.
Although this result is statistically significant, further tests showed that there was no relationship between respondents' ratings of this item and their use of partially or fully online assessable units, leading to the conclusion that a respondent's feeling of how difficult supporting mixed mode delivery is does not significantly predict their use of online assessment.
Question 7: Should all units be provided fully online?
Survey participants were questioned as to whether they felt that all units should be provided fully online. Three hundred and seventy-four respondents answered this question. Of these, 66 per cent believed that not all units should be available fully online, 25 per cent believed that all units should be fully online, and 9 per cent did not know.
Statistical tests indicated that respondents with some units fully online are more likely to believe that all units should be online, but no causal relationship could be determined. That is to say, respondents may have come to the conclusion that all units should be fully online after creating one or more fully online units; or they may have created fully online units based on their existing belief that all units should be fully online.
Question 8: What is the impact of available learning management systems on online assessment?
Survey participants were asked whether there was a centralised LMS available for their use. Of the 388 responses received for this question, 14 per cent said there was not, 70 per cent said there was and 16 per cent did not know.
For the 34 institutions represented in this survey, results from a separate survey of LMS installations at Australian higher degree granting institutions (Byrnes & Ellis, 2004) were obtained. Table 8 shows the distribution of LMSs in use at the institutions represented in the responses to this survey (n=34). When these results were compared with the 14 per cent of respondents (n=388) who indicated that there was no LMS on their campus, it became clear that only five were correct. Seventeen had access to BlackBoard, 21 had access to WebCT, and nine had access to an in-house product. These were distributed fairly evenly across the sample of universities, with 26 universities (out of 34) containing respondents who were unaware of their central LMS.
Two hundred and eighty-three responses indicated how the respondent found using the central LMS. Twenty point five per cent indicated that they had not used it, 10 per cent indicated they did not like it, while 44.5 per cent responded that it was okay and 25 per cent responded that it was good.
Statistical tests showed no significant difference between these ratings based on the LMS product in use, indicating that respondents in general did not prefer one particular LMS product over another. This result should not be seen as indicating that all LMS products are equivalent, as the products were not compared against each other.
Additionally, no significant difference was found when comparing the LMS product in use with the use of partially online assessable units. A significant difference was found when comparing the LMS product with the use of fully online assessable units -fully online assessable units were more prevalent in a BlackBoard environment than in an environment with an in-house LMS. The lack of further significant differences, however, would indicate that the use of different LMSs does not accurately predict the use of fully online assessable units.
Question 9: What is the impact of available support groups on online assessment?
Seventy-eight per cent of respondents reported that there was a support group who could help them with putting materials online. Six per cent responded that there was no support group, and 16 per cent did not know.
Although different universities can have widely different names and structures for their support groups, the groups identified in this survey can be categorised into the following six types:
• Support provided by the Information Technology Unit.
• Support provided by a Teaching and Learning Unit.
• Support provided by a Flexible Delivery Unit.
• Support provided by the school or faculty.
• Product support group specifically set up for the particular LMS product in use.
• Other types of support not covered by the above five categories. This group may consist of an individual who may be consulted, and is completely informal in nature.
Each survey participant was asked to rate each of the support groups available to them. A rating of zero was specified if the respondent had not used the support group, otherwise the support group was rated from one (no use at all), to five (indispensable). The summary of ratings across the six categories of support group is shown in Table 9 . Statistical tests revealed that the only significant difference existed between the scores for the Flexible Delivery support group and the Teaching and Learning support group. As the mean score for the Flexible Learning support group is higher, it is concluded that respondents are more satisfied with the support provided by this group than with the Teaching and Learning support group. Given that the precise nature of the groups in the survey that were categorised under Flexible Delivery and Teaching and Learning is unclear, it is difficult to draw any definite conclusion from this result. It is possible that other significant differences would have been found between other support groups had the sample size been larger.
Further analyses were performed to determine whether there were any significant differences between the level of use of partially online assessable units or fully online assessable units based on the ratings given to the support group. No significant differences were found, leading to the conclusion that the respondents' rating of the support group has no influence on their use or lack of use of online assessment.
Question 10: What other institutional factors are involved in the use of online assessment?
As a final component of the survey, respondents were invited to include any additional comments they felt were appropriate to the research. Discussions of the main themes present in the comments that are most pertinent to this question are included below.
Twenty-one respondents commented that the time and effort required to put units online can be prohibitive, which represents the largest number of comments on any one issue. Obviously, the move to greater levels of use of online assessment is becoming a heavy burden on academics, taking time away from their core responsibilities of teaching and research. Two respondents specifically mentioned that multi-mode teaching is especially difficult, and three respondents noted that if a unit is updated regularly, the use of online coursework could be prohibitive.
In conjunction with these workload related issues, 20 respondents mentioned the issue of support -five commenting that good support that helps assemble material is essential, and 15 mentioning that currently available levels of support are difficult to access, of poor quality, or costly (to the school).
Seven respondents made mention of the fact that the university's central administration pushed the use of teaching online, but failed to back that up with adequate funding. One respondent noted a definite lack of commitment at the university level for online assessment.
Five respondents commented on technology issues related to central services. Two respondents mentioned that software failure of LMSs is problematic, one noted that the "LMS system changes often and is counterintuitive", one commented on "security concerns with central services" and one mentioned that generally "technology problems can be an issue". These comments indicate concerns with the reliability of central LMS services.
Eight respondents cited pedagogical issues with relation to the provided technology. Four commented on the lack of flexibility of central services and LMSs and two mentioned that the potential to use online assessment is there if software is improved.
These comments show that the greatest impacts on academics' use of online assessment are workload related. This is confirmed by the number of comments related to adequate support, but also showed that many academics do not consider the available support group(s) provided by their institution to be adequate. Additionally, there is a definite view that the impetus to use online assessment comes from central administration, but that this is not backed up with either adequate funding or commitment, either in terms of considering academics' workload related issues or in terms of providing adequate technology.
Conclusion
This paper has explored and mapped the current use of online assessment in Australian universities. The results showed that the use of online assessment, although quite widespread, is largely superficial. Less than 40 per cent of the units reported on in the survey responses used any form of online assessment. Of these, the majority utilised online assessment for only 10-20 per cent of the total unit grade. Less than 11 per cent of units were fully assessable online.
It should further be noted that these results are likely to be biased in favour of online assessment. Although the survey attempted to be as representative as possible, it is likely that there was a greater level of response from those individuals already involved in, or with an interest in, online assessment. Therefore these results should be viewed as representing the absolute maximum amount of online assessment in use, with the likelihood that in reality it is less.
The results failed to show any difference in the use of online assessment between larger and smaller universities, or between older, better established universities, and younger, less well-established universities. It has been mentioned that the less well-established universities have the greatest need of establishing online programs (Dean, 2002) . These results indicate that they are not competing effectively in this area, whereas they should be carving out a niche in this new and evolving sector.
In terms of the types of online assessment in use, the results showed that beyond the use of online quizzes and online forums, there is very little reported utilisation of other types of online assessment. There is research to indicate that other forms of online assessment such as portfolios, role plays and simulations have great potential (Reeves, Herringon & Oliver, 2002; Oliver, 2001; Kendle & Northcote, 2000) , especially in conjunction with online quizzes (Honey & Marshall, 2003) . More exposure to these forms of non-traditional assessments may be needed before they are widely adopted.
This research showed that partially online units tend to utilise a traditional pen and paper final exam at the end of the teaching period. This tradition is not reflected in the current evolution of fully online units. There are still a number of issues with regard to the use of online exams such as invigilation, authentication and equity of access that are most likely responsible for the small number of units with a final exam online. However, there is also research to suggest that a final exam is not necessarily an appropriate component of good assessment practice (Phillips & Lowe, 2003: 419; Race, 2003) , and the move away from this type of approach could be seen as a positive outcome. Further research into this area would be required in order to shed more light on these results.
There was an indication that different disciplines used different amounts of online assessment. Interestingly, the disciplines that use less online assessment would appear to be somewhat more suitable to the use of online assessment, and it is perhaps for other reasons, such as a greater focus on education within the discipline, that this difference is present. Whatever the case, using discipline area as an excuse to not use online assessment does not appear to be valid.
Although more respondents indicated that they found supporting mixed modes of delivery to be more difficult than a single mode of delivery, this did not predict their use of online assessment. It is possible, however, that the quality of online assessment is affected, but further research would be required to determine this.
The majority of respondents indicated that they didn't consider that all units should be available fully online. More research would be needed to determine why this is so, however there was some indication that academics who already had units fully online were more likely to think that all units should be provided fully online. It may be a matter of resistance to new technology that has resulted in such a disparity. There is research to show that fully online units can be more effective than their traditional counterparts (Morris & Zuluaga, 2003) .
Interestingly, the LMS in use did to some extent predict the use of online assessment, with users of BlackBoard more likely to employ fully online units than in-house LMSs. Anecdotally, BlackBoard is easier to use, and this may explain this result. However, the results were not conclusive, and it would be incorrect to state from this research that any one LMS product is better than another.
Although there was a significant difference between ratings given to different types of support groups, this did not predict the use of online assessment. It is concluded that the quality of the support group does not affect the use of online assessment, although it may affect the quality of the online assessment. Although not supported by the statistics due to the low numbers involved, it would appear that support groups that have a focus on online delivery (flexible learning support groups) and support groups that are accessible (school based support groups) are the most well regarded and that institutions should use these findings when planning and implementing their own support structures.
The additional comments provided by the respondents shed more light on some of these results. A number of respondents commented that in their institution the impetus to use online assessment comes from central administration, not from a pedagogical need or advantage. However, there is also a lack of funding and resourcing associated with this push, and academics are required to do much of the work in their own time with limited support. This has given rise to a large number of workload related issues, with academics barely finding the time to teach, research and implement their units online, let alone undertake the pedagogical restructuring required to implement quality online coursework and especially assessments. This helps to explain the widespread but largely superficial use of online assessment that was observed, as an attempt by academics to satisfy institutional demand yet at the same time mitigate the effects of increased workload.
If institutions are to take online delivery of coursework seriously, they also need to have a heightened awareness of the importance of online assessment as a fundamental component of that process. Accessible support groups that are familiar with the pedagogy and technology of online assessment, that can facilitate the development of online assessments and reduce the workload of academic staff, are essential.
